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A Massachusetts artist who was also a physician and anatomist, William Rimmer 
(1816-1879) is one of the most intriguing figures in American art. Perhaps the 
most gifted American sculptor of his time, he was also a powerful draftsman, a 
highly imaginative painter, and a dynamic lecturer who taught some of America’s 
major artists. Although he is mentioned in most surveys of American art, there 
have been very few exhibitions of his work. 

The first retrospective exhibition of William Rimmer 's work in forty years 
will be on view at The Cleveland Museum of Art from February 25 through April 27, 
1986. The exhibition presents seventy of Rimmer' s extant works — sculptures, 
paintings (some recently discovered), and drawings, including some of his cele- 
brated anatomical drawings. The exhibition was organized by the Brockton Art 
Museum/Fuller Memorial, Brockton, Massachusetts, with Dr. Jeffrey Weidman, Art 
Librarian of Oberlin College, as consulting curator. Dr. Weidman, the foremost 
authority on Rimmer 's work, selected works for the exhibition from public and 

private collections in this country. 

* * * 

Born in Liverpool, England, Rimmer was brought to America at the age of two 
by his father, Thomas, who believed himself to be the lost, younger son of Louis XVI 
of France, disinherited when the dead king’s brother claimed the throne in 1815. 

The poverty of the Rimmer family and their belief in their royal lineage molded 
William Rimmer f s personality, contributed to his sense of superiority and isolation, 
and influenced his art, which often deals with themes of exile, thwarted ambition, 
struggle, and death. 
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In spite of his poverty, Rimmer was well educated in history, languages, 

mythology, art, and music. His artistic talent, particularly his skill in render- 

\ 

ing human and animal anatomy , is evident in sculptures he made while still in his 
teens; as a young man he painted portraits and executed lithographs to help support 
his family. After his marriage in the early 1840s, Rimmer apprenticed himself to 
a Brockton physician to study medicine, but within a decade, perhaps to supplement 
his meager income as a doctor, he began sculpting again. 

In 1861 Rimmer began giving lectures on artistic anatomy which proved so 
popular that by 1863 he gave up his medical practice to devote himself to a full- 
time teaching and artistic career. In 1865 he completed his first public commission, 
a statue of Alexander Hamilton which stands on Boston's Commonwealth Mall. His 
reputation was enhanced with the publication of Elements of Design (1864) , a primer 
on drawing, and Art Anatomy (1877), a text for artists containing 81 sheets of 
nearly 850 superbly delineated drawings of human and animal anatomy. 

* * * 

Drawings make up the major portion of Rimmer' s work; the ones in this exhibition 
reveal his interest in heavily muscled male nudes in dramatic poses and in regal 
male lions, which in some of his works, stand as symbols of himself. The exhibition 
also includes bronze casts of three of Rimmer 's most expressive and dynamic sculp- 
tures: Falling Gladiator , 1861; The Dying Centaur , 1869; and Fighting Lions , 1870-71. 
The Falling Gladiator , a life-sized statue which expresses Rimmer 's heroic concep- 
tion of man, has been seen as a symbol of the tragic life of Rimmer 's father. The 
Dying Centaur , which is based on a classical theme and imitates antique sculptural 
fragments, also symbolizes heroic sacrifice. Expressing an intensity of feeling 
unlike any other American sculptures of the period, these revolutionary works 
foreshadow the sculpture of Auguste Rodin. 


(more) 
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Although during his lifetime Rimmer exhibited few of his paintings and was 
generally recognized as a sculptor rather than a painter, the work by which he is 
best known today is an oil on canvas, Flight and Pursuit , done in 1872 and given 
away the year he painted it. A compelling work, depicting a mysterious and night- 
marish scene of chase through the passageways of a Near Eastern temple, the painting 
is, according to Dr. Weidman, "clearly a visual metaphor ... a vehicle for a wide 
range of symbolic meaning that continues to enthrall viewers and intrigue scholars." 

Many of Rimmer* s other paintings, even those with clearly identifiable sub- 
jects, drawn from the Bible, ancient history, and the plays of Shakespeare, have 
symbolic overtones. Massacre of the Innocents may allude to the early deaths of 
four of Rimmer *s children. A scene from Shakespeare's The Tempest , depicting 
Prospero, the usurped, exiled duke with magical powers, may have had a special 
meaning for Rimmer, the son of a supposed lost prince, whose role of physician- 
healer and artist-transformer is embodied in Prospero. 

The exhibition is supported by grants from The National Endowments for the Arts 
and for the Humanities, the Ohio Arts Council, and The Eleanor Naylor Dana Charitable 
Trust. The accompanying exhibition catalogue, with an introductory essay and cata- 
logue entries by Dr. Weidman, recounts the details of Rimmer' s career and reconsiders 
the quality of his artistry. It is available from the Museum Bookstore for $12.95. 

On Wednesday, February 26, at 5:45 pm, Dr. Weidman will lecture on "Flight and 
Pursuit: The Life and Art of William Rimmer" in the Recital Hall of The Cleveland 
Museum of Art. Gallery talks in the exhibition will also be given on Wednesday, 
February 26, and Sunday, March 2, at 1:30 pm. 
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For additional information or black and white photographs, please contact the Public 
Information Office, The Cleveland Museum of Art, 11150 East Blvd., Cleveland, Ohio 
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